A critical review of a journal article is a comprehensive evaluation of the article content, formal structure and methodological approach. Success in this task requires students to develop analytic and reflexive skills as pre-requisites to identify key research question(s), relevant findings and main conclusions reached. Critical skills are also an important aspect of a student's academic and future professional life, yet this has been a largely overlooked component of academic training. This paper aims to provide undergraduate students with a simple and straightforward set of guidelines for reading, analysing and interpreting research articles. Content, structure and common mistakes in research papers are addressed, along with the most relevant standards for review. Conclusion: With this reference guide we hope students will be able to more thoroughly analyse and critically discuss the strengths and weaknesses of a research article.
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relevance of implications for theory and practice. In terms of writing style, a good abstract should be self-contained.
It should be written in a concise and clear fashion to provide a summary of key aspects of research without the need to consult the full paper. Sentences are usually worded in an active style and exclude personal pronouns.
Verbs are conjugated in the past tense, when they describe followed procedures, and in the present tense when reporting results. Digits can be used to present figures, except when these are placed in the beginning of the phrase. Acronyms should only be used in exceptional cases and should be clear defined. Abstracts should not cite references, report on subsequent tables and figures and provide statements that are not supported by data.
They should also avoid lengthy or omitted background information.
Most scientific journals require, after the abstract, three to 10 index terms, keywords or short phrases for crossindexing purposes. Keywords should clearly indicate the field of study and main concepts targeted in the paper.
The paper proceeds with the introduction.
Crafting a convincing introduction can be a challenge for authors (Drotar, 2009) . Indeed, in just a few pages, researchers need to set the conceptual framework of the paper, address the problem under investigation and state the novelty and relevance of the current research to answer specific research questions. To make this task easier, the introduction follows a common structure. In the first paragraph, authors specify the broad research topic, main issues and questions left unanswered from previous research (when applicable) and the main research question under study (Drotar, 2009) .
From the second to the penultimate paragraph, the introduction reviews the relevant literature for understanding the state of the art in the subject. In general, this section starts with an historic overview of the topic covered and most relevant conceptual frameworks. It follows a description of the conceptual framework adopted in terms of key constructs and operational definitions. Specific linkages are then made between previous research and the work addressed in the scientific paper. Theory-based research is then presented. Authors generally convey a broad perspective on the findings, including both confirmatory and contradicting evidence to the hypotheses of the current study.
The purpose and specific contribution(s) of the study to the field are addressed in a subsection of the introduction usually entitled "Aims of this research". In this section authors clearly state the study objectives and hypotheses under testing. The focus is put on new research questions, or innovative ways to address them (in terms of methods, theory, and/or findings; Drotar, 2008; Sternberg & Gordeeva, 1996) . The translation of research questions into hypotheses aims to help readers understanding the logic of the study and give focus to methods. Common flaws in the introduction include (a) insufficient background information, or limited to a unique conceptual framework, Most importantly, introduction should not anticipate methods, results and implications subsequent sections do not support.
The methods section provides a description of how the study was conducted, and should be sufficiently detailed to allow replication (Baker, 2012; Olson & Meyersburg, 2008) . Traditionally, this section is divided in the Participants and Procedures and Measures subsections. Many papers also include a statistical analyses subsection (which, in alternative, is also commonly placed at the beginning of the results section). The first subsection details the sampling methodology (e.g. probabilistic versus non-probabilistic; independent versus paired samples) and sociodemographic characteristics of participants' (e.g., sex, age, ethnicity, educational level), along with a justification for the sample choice. Information should be provided in sufficient detail for readers to reach an informed conclusion.
The procedure describes the data collection method, waves of measurement defined for the study, pilot studies performed, and the time, place and duration of data collection. Information about the ethical aspects is also to be conveyed, including the procedures followed to recruit the participants, and permissions from the institution(s) and informed consent from the participants (or parents of underage participants). Procedures followed to ensure anonymity are made explicit and, when applicable.
In the measures subsection the variables and instruments used to collect the data are described. Information usually specifies the type and format of the instruments (e.g., self-report questionnaires), the data collection methods (e.g., computer software and apparatus). When questionnaire adaptation or validation was performed a reference to authorship and publication, and a justification of their appropriateness is necessary. Further, when questionnaires are developed or validated for various cultures, this section also describes the procedures for the transcultural adaptation/validation of instruments, the changes made to the original scale and the psychometric properties of the instruments in the original and current samples. Sources of measurement error should be also conveyed, as well as the steps taken to minimize them. Finally, the methods section provide a detailed description of the statistical methods used for data analysis, a justification for their adequacy, and the statistical software used in the analyses, including the version number (e.g., AMOS 20.0).
The results section presents the main findings of the study. Presentation of results generally follows a funnel logic method, from more general to more specific. The report of the statistical results should be clear and concise, but The discussion section provides a theory-based interpretation of findings, states their significance for current research, and derives implications for theory and practice. Alternative interpretations for findings are also provided, particularly when it is not possible to conclude for the directionality of the effects.
In the discussion, authors also acknowledge the strengths and limitations/weaknesses of the study and offer concrete directions about for future research (e.g. research of statistical methods to improve inference). Several questions are usually answered in this section, including "What research questions remain unanswered?", "Is it necessary to test new hypotheses?" and "What kind of work can shed light on these issues?". The conclusion summarizes the main findings of the study and their original contribution to the field, giving particular emphasis to the way the findings contribute to move the research literature significantly forward. The conclusion is the "business card" of the paper, i.e., the message that the reader will (hopefully) recall in the future. It may stand alone, as a subsection of the discussion or may be presented as a combined discussion and conclusion section.
Final Remarks and Limitations
In this article we provide a systematic approach to the structure of a scientific article. We examined the structure and key features of research papers according to the conventional IMRaD structure and enunciated some of the most relevant flaws. In addition, we organized the standards for a critical review by formulating a series of orienting questions that guide the review of each section of an article. Despite these limitations, we believe that the present paper provides a useful resource to guide the critical review of a research paper, and stimulates reflexive thinking and critical analysis skills on students. Future research should extend these reflections to other scientific publications, such as experimental or review articles.
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